Social action and education for citizenship in Scotland by Fyfe, Ian
42 Groupwork Vol. 14(2), 2004, pp. 42-63
Ian FyfeGroupwork Vol. 14(2), 2004, pp.42-63. © Whiting & Birch Ltd, 2004
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Abstract: The idea of active citizenship has become a key element in the ongoing 
democratic renewal of Scotland. The policy priorities of the recently devolved 
Scottish Government have placed a fresh focus on the role and agency of young 
people as the future political generation. This paper draws on practice-based 
experience of a pilot programme of education for citizenship engaging groups of 
students within a special school setting. The groupwork approach was informed 
by the social action model of practice that supported the participants in a critical 
analysis of their own interests, concerns and needs. The programme provided 
young people with an arena for collective political expression and a vehicle for the 
exploration of their role as active citizens. The outcomes of the learning process 
included the acquisition of the base knowledge and core skills necessary for their 
effective participation as well as the development of a collective agenda for change. 
The fi ndings of the work point towards the possibilities for the development of 
a complementary curriculum approach based upon the lived experiences of the 
young people themselves.
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Introduction: Education for citizenship in Scotland
Educating young people in ways that prepare them for living effectively 
and responsibly as members of local, national and global communities 
is vital to the well-being of humanity, now and in the future …. the 
overall goal of education for citizenship in Scotland should be to 
develop children and young people’s capability for thoughtful and 
responsible participation in political, economic, social and cultural 
life. (Learning & Teaching Scotland, 2002, p.ii)
Following the advent of the Scottish Parliament the idea of active 
citizenship has become a key element in the democratic renewal of 
Scotland. Alongside lifelong learning and social inclusion, active 
citizenship has become a cornerstone of the political priorities of the 
recently devolved Government whose political goals are embedded 
in a policy agenda designed to achieve social justice. There is a 
fresh focus on the importance and understanding of democratic 
participation in decision making at all levels of governance, 
and on the active role of young people as the future political 
generation is seen as essential (Fyfe, 2002). The responsibility 
for preparation of young people as active citizens is increasingly 
placed within the curriculum policy of formal education. The 
subject of active citizenship now features as a core part of the 
curriculum in Scottish schools. The publication of the Crick 
Report in 1998 (Advisory Group on Citizenship, 1998) provided 
the framework for citizenship education in England both within 
and outside the formal curriculum. The report details a model of 
active citizenship characterised by the three learning objectives 
of social and moral responsibility, community involvement and 
political literacy (Hall et.al., 2000). In the wake of the Crick 
Report there has been a policy driven focus within the Scottish 
Government towards education for citizenship. Between 2001 
and 2002 national consultations were undertaken by Learning 
and Teaching Scotland and Community Learning Scotland 
respectively (Community Learning Scotland, 2001; Learning 
& Teaching Scotland, 2000). The fi ndings from this work point 
towards the need for the development of approaches to education 
for citizenship in both the formal and informal education sectors 
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across Scotland. The recently published document Education for 
Citizenship in Scotland makes it clear that the natural home for 
the learning process lies within the school curriculum (Learning 
& Teaching Scotland, 2002). There is a stated desire to link the 
learning experience of the students with accessing rights and 
undertaking their responsibilities as agents of change within local 
communities. The report (Ibid., 2002) states that:
This way of seeing citizenship encompasses the specifi c idea of 
political participation by members of a democratic state. It also 
includes the more general notion that citizenship embraces a range of 
participatory activities, not all overtly political, that affect the welfare 
of communities. (p.8)
The emerging education for citizenship agenda presents 
opportunities for innovative and complementary collaboration 
between the informal and formal education sectors. The informal 
education sector through youth work and community based 
learning asserts a role in promoting and providing political and 
civic education supported by a complementary curriculum linked 
to real issues of concern for young people.
With this paper I argue that work with young people can, 
and should, enable them to get to grips with the knowledge and 
skills base that is an essential prerequisite for active citizenship. 
My analysis begins with an exploration of social action as a 
model of education for citizenship through a critical analysis of 
the theoretical ideas underpinning and informing the approach. 
The discourse continues with reference to an example from my 
own professional practice as a youth worker engaging with the 
education for citizenship agenda through a collaborative pilot 
project in a special school setting. The paper gives an overview 
of the learning process highlighting key practice issues and 
concludes with a discussion on the future challenge presented by 
the education for citizenship agenda in Scotland.
Social Action as education for citizenship
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The social action model is defi ned by the Centre for Social Action 
based at De Montfort University (2000) as:
an approach which enables groups of people of all ages and in a range 
of settings, to empower themselves by taking action to achieve their 
collectively identifi ed goals. (p.6)
The social action approach is guided by a set of principles drafted 
by the Centre for Social Action. The principles are committed to 
the goals of social justice and social inclusion and promote a 
methodology that engages practitioners and young people in a 
joined-up approach to collectively analyse issues and take planned 
action. The issues that directly affect the social condition of young 
people’s lives in civil society forge the agenda. As a model of 
practice social action engages young people in a collective learning 
process where ‘personal troubles can be translated into common 
concerns’ (Ward and Mullender, 1991, p.28). Practitioners work 
in partnership with young people to build their capacity to create 
social change through collective action (Fyfe, 1996). So what are 
the key elements of the social action approach to working with 
young people that offers an alternative vehicle for education for 
citizenship?
The social action process
The role of the worker in the social action process is to facilitate 
the group through fi ve key stages of development. The workers 
and young people work together to identify and analyse issues, 
plan and take action and evaluate the outcomes. The starting 
point for this collective learning process sees the worker helping 
the young people to identify what their shared issues, problems 
and concerns are through a creative exploration of their own lives. 
Once the issues have been agreed and the agenda set the worker 
supports the group to explore why these issues exist through a 
collective critical analysis of the identifi ed issues and concerns in 
relation to wider structures in their lives. For Fleming, Harrison 
and Ward (1998):
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asking the question ‘why’ is the keystone. It enables young people to 
move, by putting the issues in the wider context, towards awareness, 
raised consciousness, the pursuit of rights and ultimately to forms of 
social change activity that challenges the status quo in which such 
rights are denied ... It enables them to conceive of new explanations in 
the wider social, political and economic context and to consider how 
they can identify and engage with these. It turns the spotlight round 
from the young people as a problem in themselves, to the problems 
they encounter, and enables young people to see opportunities to 
develop a much wider range of options for action and change. (pp.48-
49 drawing upon the work of Mullender & Ward, 1989)
The group members then decide how they can achieve 
change. The worker facilitates them in taking planned action 
for themselves. Through the fi nal stage of refl ection the group 
evaluates the outcomes of their action to assess how things have 
changed, measure success and identify new common issues that 
will inform the ongoing agenda. The vision for this process is the 
empowerment of young people to take collective control of their 
own ongoing learning, action and refl ection. The key steps of 
analysis, planning, action and refl ection within a cyclical process 
are familiar signposts in educational theory and practice. Such a 
framework resonates with other models of experiential learning 
that can be tracked back through the evolution of contemporary 
practice.
Tracing the theoretical origins of social action
Writing in 1938, educational theorist John Dewey identifi ed the 
importance of education starting with an analysis of the social 
situation of the learners to identify the perceived problem to be 
addressed. In his book Experience and Education Dewey (1938) 
stated:
the problem grows out of the conditions of the experience being had 
in the present .... it is such that it arouses in the learner an active quest 
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for information and the production of new ideas. The new facts and 
new ideas thus obtained become the ground for further experiences 
in which new problems are presented. The process is a continuous 
spiral. (p.79)
The Action Research pioneer Kurt Lewin supported a staged 
process of learning and action that ‘proceeds in a spiral of steps 
each of which is composed of a circle of planning, action and 
fact-fi nding about the result of the action’ (Lewin, 1946, p.206). 
The steps informed a model of research ‘which could marry the 
experimental approach of social science with social action in 
response to major social problems of the day’ (Hart & Bond, 
1995, p.15). The Brazilian educator Paulo Freire identifi es the 
dialectic nature of learning and action in his writing, which is 
encompassed in his concept of praxis. For Freire praxis is defi ned 
as ‘refl ection and action upon the world in order to transform it’ 
(Freire, 1974, p.36). At the core of the concept of praxis is the 
process of naming the world, ‘which is both active (in the sense 
that naming something transforms it) and refl ective (in that our 
choice of words gives meaning to the world around us)’ (Kolb, 
1995, p.147). The Social Action process is driven by collective 
goals identifi ed and any action towards change is evaluated by 
the young people themselves. The starting point or ‘what’ stage 
is informed by the lived experiences of the participating young 
people. The role of the worker is crucial in this process, as outlined 
in the earlier principles presented by the Centre for Social Action 
and echoed in the work of Freire (1972) who states that:
The starting point for organising the programme content of education 
or political action must be the present, existential, concrete situation, 
refl ecting the aspirations of the people. Utilising certain basic 
contradictions, we must pose this existential, concrete, present 
situation to the people as a problem which challenges them and 
requires a response – not just at an intellectual level, but at the level 
of action …. It is not our role to speak to the people about our own 
view of the world, nor to attempt to impose that view on them, but 
rather to dialogue with the people about their view and ours. (p.68)
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The worker is seen, in the words of Brookfi eld, as a ‘helper’ 
who through facilitation supports the development of ‘critical 
thinking’ (Brookfi eld, 1987, p.29). The ‘why’ stage of the social 
action process refl ects the goals of critical thinking as described by 
Brookfi eld. He argues that the process is not purely passive but ‘is 
a praxis of alternating analysis and action’ where the knowledge 
and skills of the participants ‘are developed and refi ned in active 
enquiry’ (Ibid, p.23). The goal of promoting critical thinking and 
active enquiry within the ‘why’ stage of the Social Action process is 
to analyse personal issues in relation to wider social and political 
structures. According to C. Wright Mills (1959):
to understand the changes of many personal milieux we are required 
to look beyond them. And the number and variety of such structural 
changes increase as the institutions within which we live become more 
embracing and more intricately connected with one another. To be 
aware of the idea of social structure and to use it with sensibility is to 
be capable of tracing such linkages among a great variety of milieux. To 
be able to do that is to possess the sociological imagination. (pp.10-11)
The stages of the social action process are also mirrored in 
the methodology underpinning Appreciative Inquiry, which was 
developed by American Professor David Cooperider. Appreciative 
Inquiry is a capacity building process that begins by valuing those 
elements ‘that give life to the community’ (Liebler, 2000, p.1). 
As an approach Appreciative Inquiry, like social action, offers 
a developmental process that allows participants to positively 
explore, collectively imagine, collaboratively design and jointly 
commit to an agreed forward path. The potential use of design as 
a creative vehicle for enhancing action towards social change, is 
also acknowledged by Wright (1989) who states that:
design involves searching for ways to improve things, to make them 
more effective, to give them a better ‘fi t’ with their environment; it 
has to do with changing, learning, adapting, innovating; and it is 
concerned with ‘doing’; in the end, something is done or built or 
made. (p.213)
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The contemporary blueprint for social action is provided by the 
self-directed groupwork model conceptualised by Mullender and 
Ward (1991). At the heart of their model of practice is an analysis 
and understanding of the relationship between oppression, power 
and change. The process is characterised by practitioners and 
service users working together to change social arrangements 
and structures.
Social action: A paradigm for change through 
collective action
A chronological trawl of the above theoretical models of practice 
suggests that the social action approach as defi ned by the 
C.S.A. has arguably evolved from an established tradition of 
educational, philosophical and ideological ideas. The involvement 
of young people in a collective process that is analytical, creative, 
visionary, developmental and educational is perhaps a tall order 
for contemporary practice, but the social action process offers 
the possibilities for such an experience. Through working in 
partnership with education practitioners young people have the 
potential to develop their critical understanding of social and 
political issues, as well as acquiring new transferable skills such 
as: organising; planning; campaigning; lobbying; challenging; 
negotiation; monitoring and evaluation: all essential tools for 
active citizenship. As an approach to working with young people, 
the social action process clearly demonstrates theoretical and 
practical merits that respond to the demands of the current policy 
context in Scotland and clearly seeks to empower young people 
to become active citizens.
The Student Power Project: A case study
For more than ten years the social action approach and principles 
have informed my practice as a youth worker. Most of my 
groupwork experience has been with young people aged between 
12 and 21 in a range of informal learning settings with the majority 
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of my practice taking place within community based projects, both 
voluntary and statutory. The emerging Education for Citizenship 
agenda in Scotland presented an opportunity for colleagues and 
myself to introduce the social action approach within the formal 
education sector.
The Student Power project was developed in September 2001 as 
an extension of a pilot initiative that had been run successfully 
in mainstream secondary schools in Edinburgh over the previous 
two years with students aged 13-17. From this initial work we 
concluded that the most excluded students gained a great deal 
from participating in a programme that supported them to explore 
the issues they identifi ed as important in their lives, and to refl ect 
on their own experiences in school and the wider community. 
The development of the project was given further impetus by an 
evaluation of the summer 2001 holiday-provision for young people 
with special needs living in Edinburgh. Levels of participation 
indicated that a large number of students who attend special 
schools in the city had not been consulted effectively about 
their needs and had subsequently been excluded from activities 
targeted at them. Ongoing discussion with service providers in 
the Community Education Service and the voluntary sector also 
highlighted that disabled young people were marginalised from 
mainstream provision and often attended schools outside their 
own geographical communities. Historically these young people 
have found it diffi cult to access local youth services in the city 
and have had little opportunity to discuss their rights and issues 
affecting them with their peers. Through targeting young people 
attending special schools in Edinburgh, the Student Power project 
presented an opportunity to engage them in a learning process 
similar to that piloted in a mainstream school setting.
Planning and delivering the project
The agreed overall aims of the project were:
• To engage young people accessing Special Education in a 
programme of education for citizenship
• To build the capacity of participating students and school staff 
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to support active citizenship.
The project was designed to be implemented as two distinct 
phases that focused upon planning and delivery. A third phase 
designed to consolidate the work was also outlined in the funding 
proposal, but the specifi c detail was reliant on the outcomes 
of phases one and two. Funding to cover the core costs of the 
project was secured from the Edinburgh Youth Social Inclusion 
Partnership.
Identifying a partner school
Following a period of informal consultation with colleagues in 
the voluntary sector, a list of potential special schools was drawn 
up. Meetings were held with respective staff and it was decided to 
develop the project in collaboration with the Royal Blind School 
in Edinburgh who were very keen to be involved. The school staff 
were already committed to student participation within the school 
through support to an active student council. The school was also 
interested in offering senior students the opportunity to broaden 
their learning experience in preparation for post-school transition. 
Meetings took place with the Head Teacher, the senior staff 
member responsible for curriculum and the classroom teacher. We 
discussed the social action approach, learning materials and the 
emerging policy context promoting education for citizenship. The 
key issue considered was the learning needs of the participating 
students and it was felt by the school staff that the proposed 
methodology and aims of the project would complement existing 
teaching methods and the core curriculum.
Target group
Two groups of students from S4 (Group A) and S5/6 (Group B) 
were identifi ed as potential participants. There were three young 
people in each group. One worker met with both groups to 
discuss the aims of the project, explain the emerging education 
for citizenship context, describe the social action approach and 
identify from the students the issues that they would be interested 
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in discussing as part of the programme. Their participation in the 
project was voluntary; all the young people offered a place agreed 
to take part. Each group was invited to nominate a representative 
to participate in the recruitment and selection of a part-time group 
worker to support the project.
Recruitment of staff
The two students selected worked with myself to design a job 
description, short-list candidates, devise interview questions, 
conduct the interviews and decide on the appointment. This 
exercise was successful in establishing the ethos of the project 
by involving the young people in key decisions prior to the 
commencement of the core programme. The students were 
supported through a short training programme on recruitment 
and selection, including equal opportunities. It also assisted me in 
designing and preparing learning materials (the recruitment papers 
were translated into tape and Braille format) as well as identifying 
effective methods and approaches to engage the students.
Induction
The part-time project worker was experienced in working with 
disabled young people in a range of settings, including the Royal 
Blind School, and had previously participated in social action 
training. Prior to the start of the groupwork programme we met to 
consider current literature outlining the key elements of education 
for citizenship within Scotland.
Negotiating a curriculum
A basic learning programme was negotiated with each group of 
young people at the outset of the project in order to refl ect the 
interests and needs of the participants as well as the project’s aims. 
The young people identifi ed a range of issues from their own 
lived experiences in and out of school. The agreed issues were set 
within a learning framework that refl ected the key elements of 
active citizenship, namely political literacy, participation, rights 
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and responsibilities. In the initial sessions we also worked towards 
a consensus with the students of our collective expectations 
of the project and each other. This provided a checklist for the 
group process to which both workers and students referred 
during the course of the programme. Within the agreed learning 
framework the specifi c focus evolved each week based upon the 
expressed interests of the young people and refl ecting their pace 
of learning. As the sessions developed the young people took more 
responsibility for bringing information to the group on the issues 
being explored, thereby infl uencing the direction of the ongoing 
programme.
Learning materials
The learning materials were developed and adapted to refl ect the 
issues raised by the students and designed to meet their specifi c 
needs and level of ability. All the written materials were translated 
into large print and Braille formats. This was done with invaluable 
support from the school staff. A range of creative educational 
methods was also adopted including: group discussions; games; 
debating; quizzes; case studies; secret ballots; sensory materials 
and musical expression. Additional material was accessed with the 
use of the Internet (with commentary and magnifi ed screens) and 
taped radio broadcasts. The extensive use of creative resources was 
essential during the what stage of the learning process to support 
the young people’s exploration of the issues of concern in their 
lives. This created the need for more rigorous preparation to ensure 
that the learning materials were appropriate and effective. As a 
worker the main challenge was to ensure effective and imaginative 
dialogue to support the critical analysis and refl ection of the 
students.
Session planning and recording
As workers we met weekly to complete a planning and recording 
sheet for each session, which refl ected any signifi cant background 
factors carried forward from previous sessions, as well as stating 
our practice aims. Immediately following the sessions we recorded 
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our own observations, together with any issues raised by the young 
people themselves, as well as any action required for the following 
week. This information was shared with the young people and 
was used as the basis for a review of progress at the beginning of 
each session.
The learning process
The original programme was negotiated to run over 10 weekly 
sessions. This was extended to 14 sessions for both groups due 
to holidays, examinations and other curricular priorities. The 
weekly sessions took place in a classroom setting and lasted for 
40 minutes. A part-time group worker and myself facilitated 
the sessions. The class teacher was also present with Group A 
(members of which were identifi ed as having additional learning 
needs). Whilst the presence of the teacher was supportive it was 
also at times problematic in terms of the groupwork approach. 
The class teacher’s intervention tended to be more directive and 
affected the pace and focus of the group discussions. After the 
fi rst three sessions we renegotiated the role of the teacher in the 
sessions, and they agreed to withdraw from the facilitation role, 
though they continued to be available for support during the 
remaining sessions. Following this change the young people were 
much more open and honest with their contributions and grew in 
confi dence over the course of the project. The sessions were kept 
as informal as possible; however in the fi rst few weeks we felt that 
we were being accorded power by the young people. This slightly 
hindered the development of an effective working partnership. As 
workers we used fi rst names, which was also a challenge, albeit 
a small one, to the normal school practice but proved helpful in 
developing our working relationship with the young people. We 
also provided a snack that the students selected each week through 
the use of a range of decision-making techniques. This became 
a key aspect of the sessions and provided an indicator of group 
cohesion, leadership and communication issues.
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Methodology
We adopted a specifi c working style in the group sessions, informed 
by the social action approach. Our primary goal was to encourage 
the participating students to identify the core issues for discussion 
and to collectively refl ect on these issues within a framework of 
active citizenship. The young people responded positively to our 
approach, which allowed them to defi ne the content of the sessions 
and direct the focus of the ongoing programme. We felt that this 
approach was the key factor in ensuring the effective participation 
of the young people in a collective critical analysis of the issues 
affecting their lives. Through utilising our educational groupwork 
skills we were able to create a supportive learning environment 
where the views and opinions of the students were valued. By 
allowing the students to defi ne the focus for the discussions and 
debate, the learning outcomes and the action taken by each group 
was different. 
Figure 1 provides a summary of the stages of learning for Group 
A as we worked together through the social action process. For 
this group the negotiated starting point for the programme was 
decision making in their school lives. Our dialogue focused upon 
the school rules and an exploration of their origin, purpose and 
importance within the daily life of the students. The collective 
analysis led to a perception that the group felt uninformed about 
the meaning of some specifi c rules and their exclusion from the 
process of agreeing the areas covered in the current list of rules. The 
students then agreed delegated tasks between them to obtain more 
detailed information about both the meaning of the rules and the 
existing process informing their development and enforcement. 
Refl ection led the group to a discussion about their role in wider 
decision making and their knowledge and participation in politics. 
The learning outcomes from the work on the previous issue had 
created a critical interest in democratic representation through 
the school student council that highlighted a lack of knowledge, 
and interest, in party politics. With the use of interactive web sites 
they were able to gain a broader understanding of the processes, 
structures and key politicians representing the constituencies in 
which the students lived, as well as the location of the school. Their 
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growing interest in this subject took the group into a more focused 
analysis of representation of the specifi c needs of themselves and 
their student peers.
By this stage in the programme the class teacher who supported 
them in other subjects had helpfully created opportunities to 
expand their ongoing work into their weekly subject timetable. 
The group took the opportunity to develop a school wide project, 
interviewing other students about their views on the voting age 
for young people, and generating statistical data to support some 
of their arguments. At this stage in the group process the focus 
of our work took a change in direction. As described earlier we 
gave the students opportunities within each session to refl ect on 
signifi cant events in their lives. One such issue was the lack of 
available translated information on public transport services for 
visually impaired young people living in Edinburgh. Whilst this 
was a change of direction, the skills and confi dence gained by the 
students were utilised as they undertook the task of contacting 
local service providers. This was the last issue considered within 
the time of the programme, but I left the students considering the 
possibility of taking further action on issues relating to transport 
services and their own role as active citizens within the school 
and wider community.
Evaluation: Putting social action to the test
The recording and subsequent evaluation of the project was 
conducted within a framework that refl ected both the agreed aims 
and the issues identifi ed by the young people as important in their 
lives. Structured interviews were conducted with the participating 
students with the use of a questionnaire translated into Braille 
and large print. The main outcomes of the project in relation to 
the aims were:
Political literacy
The students learned about a range of political processes refl ecting 
both representative and direct democracy. By focusing upon issues 
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that were important to the young people, we encouraged them to 
critically analyse their own situations in relation to national and 
local political structures. The actual subject of politics was in itself 
not particularly popular, however the students talked a lot about 
concepts such as participation, and responded well to using forms 
of democratic decision making in the classrooms.
I don’t like politics and didn’t put enough effort into learning about it.
It was good when we voted on what happened in the class, like the snack.
Rights and responsibilities
Increasing the student’s awareness of their rights as young citizens 
was a major achievement in the programme with both groups. 
Based on their feedback the issue of rights does not appear to be 
suffi ciently covered in the core curriculum in the school. The 
young people saw the subject of rights and responsibilities as 
essential in preparing them for life after school. They also felt that 
it was a subject that should be available to their younger student 
peers.
The course would be really useful for fi rst, second and third year.
Rights are taught in Modern Studies, not everyone does that subject.
It is useful to learn about our rights.
I liked discussing rights and responsibilities as a group.
Participation
By linking the debate to the young people’s lived experiences 
within their own communities, they were able to develop their own 
understanding of the course material. Throughout the programme 
young people were actively encouraged to voice their own opinions 
and develop a deeper understanding of how issues affect their lives. 
It was stated by the students that in some of their normal classes 
their opinions were often not taken seriously and in some cases 
not welcomed at all. They refl ected this experience in their own 
personal lives where they talked about the effects of their disability 
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on their ability to be accepted as equal within their communities.
I learned a bit more about what I thought about things and how to get 
more involved.
Some Conclusions: The challenge ahead
The current political rhetoric in Scotland that promotes the goals 
of lifelong learning, social inclusion and active citizenship offers 
new opportunities for the involvement of young people as agents 
of change in their own communities. The emerging education 
for citizenship agenda also provides clear opportunities for 
complementary collaboration between the informal and formal 
education sectors. The social action process provides a vehicle 
for the active involvement of young people in a critical analysis 
of issues affecting their own lives leading towards the planning, 
implementation and evaluation of agreed collective action. Within 
this developmental process the agenda for action is based upon the 
interests, concerns and needs of the participating young people. 
All too often the lives and lifestyles of young people are mediated 
through policy directives loaded with ‘generative’ and ‘pedagogical’ 
metaphors (Bessant, 2002, p.35). Across Scotland a common 
sense understanding is being created and sustained within the 
wider community by the media, who consistently portray young 
people as a problem to be solved. For some the emerging discourse 
underpinned by a ‘new individualism’ is promoting an increased 
scrutiny of the lives of young people, measured against a range of 
indicators that are as much concerned with anti-social behaviour 
as they are with educational attainment (Jeffs & Smith, 2002, 
p.52). In a challenge to contemporary practice social action offers a 
different approach, and one that according to Skinner et.al (1997):
can demonstrate its effectiveness in engaging with the most alienated 
and disaffected young people. It not only engages with them, but by 
tapping into young people’s interests, concerns and motivation it 
activates them to be involved in community work or social change 
that is relevant to them. They organise and do it for themselves thereby 
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learning new skills and accepting more responsibility along the way. 
(p.19)
The social action approach provides a vehicle for the goals of 
active citizenship, both in terms of developing a knowledge base 
and putting the acquired skills into practice. From the evaluation 
of the Student Power Project one of the teachers involved stated 
that:
Education (in schools) needs to be able to use as many ‘tools’ as possible to 
deliver key aspects of education … this requires a shift from an infl exible 
curriculum in the secondary school to a fl exible approach and the use of 
other professionals such as community education. This project has been 
successful for the pupils involved and needs to involve all pupils and more 
staff and try to integrate aspects into the formal curriculum.
The Student Power project provided young people with an 
arena for both collective political expression and exploration of 
their role as active citizens. For me, working within the school 
setting at times restricted the possibilities of the social action 
approach. My experiences of similar groupwork programmes 
within the community have been more open-ended and not 
constrained by timetables and the needs of curriculum. The 
formal education system in Scotland is currently dominated by 
a culture of achievement and measurement. This may at times 
challenge the relevance of collective action taken by young people 
in relation to the priorities of the formal curriculum. The challenge 
to practitioners working with groups of young people in both 
the formal and informal education sectors is to forge innovative 
collaborative practice that embraces the new terrain created by 
the emerging education for citizenship agenda. The social action 
approach to working with young people is perhaps a good place 
to start.
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